to the human body as a commonplace object with which we are all intimately familiar, and of which we commonly expected a state of complete presence to be normal. The body is of course also an object to which strategies of covering and exposure are applied, in a highly differentiated set of systems across times and cultures.
That Which Is Not There A discomforting thought. I had sufficient elbow room to begin writing this on a Greyhound bus only because the young woman seated next to me had no arm from above the elbow, or at least, from above where her elbow should have been. That which is not there grasps, uninvited, our attention.
j^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^other.
Another story about a chair and a missing arm. There is a chair, designed by Lutyens that has but one arm. One cannot sit in this chair without assuming a certain pose, legs crossed, left hand resting, fingers curled, on one's right thigh, right hand, raised to the chin, perhaps framing one's mouth, holding the others' attention to one's face, one's conversation. It is difficult for anyone at all comfortable within his or her own skin not to assume that pose, or the demeanor which that pose accompanies. If one is not comfortable, the only choice is to sit bolt upright, hands together on one's lap, perhaps fidgeting the one with the other. If one is not comfortable, one is obliged to display that discomfort. That which not there can make its absence strongly felt.
"We deliberately left out one armrest to give more ease to the body. You can comfortably lean over to one side or turn around when sitting on this chair." -Eileen Cray Kevin Fellingham
Haram
The tradition of women being veiled in public is an ancient one, older than the Muslim faith with which it is in many minds identified. It forms a continuum with the practice of assigning to women a separate, screened place within the home. The practice takes a variety of forms, from the curtaining off of a part of the Bedouin tent, to the elaborate Harems of the Ottoman Court. It is in the male dominated world of the Middle East that veiling has been most strictly enforced, and it is said that it was from Persia that the custom was exported to India, where certain Hindus adopted the practice, and gave to it the name of purdah.
The word itself is Hindi for screen, or veil. Be the veil a sheet of silk or a wall of stone, the principle is much the same. That which is desired is hidden from view; desire becomes the currency of power.
The Ka'bah in Mecca is the most sacred shrine in Islam, the locus towards which Muslims throughout the world bow in prayer. It is a small stone paralleliped, possessed of three internal columns that support its flat roof. The precinct in which the Ka'bah stands is known as the Haram, a word originally signifying a forbidden place, the same root as the place forbidden to men in the home. In this instance those forbidden entry are those not of the faith.
For most of the year, the Ka'bah is cloaked in heavy black silk brocade. The covering, the Kiswah is replaced every year at the time of pilgrimage. For a brief period, after being ritually washed in the waters of Zamzam, it is temporarily "replaced with a white cloth that corresponds to the white ceremonial robes of the pilgrims and signifies entrance into a sacred state (ihram)." The Ka'bah is empty, for it is the house of Cod, built on the foundations of the house built for Cod by Abraham and Ishmael. it is empty also because the idols, which later defiled it, were removed by the prophet. Adam too, had built an empty house for Cod, a house to be circumambulated, not to be entered. It has a golden door but the door is raised above the ground, its threshold as high as outstretched hands can reach. The Hajjis walk seven times around the building, touching the Black stone, or just pointing at it, given the sheer weight of numbers. Symbolic behaviour is susceptible to change in the face of overwhelming realities. The Ka'bah is completely covered in its black robe, but the fabric is cut in such a way as to reveal the embroidered veil over the golden door, and is sewn so as to let the Black stone in its silver cowl to show through, to be visible, tangible. 
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Michelangelo
The sixth day before his death, Michelangelo spent standing in front of the unfinished Roman Pieta, a work begun some fourteen years before. At some point in those intervening years, he had cut from its shoulder the right arm of Christ. The arm remains suspended in the space between itself and the torso, a space opened up through the compaction of the body of the dead man into that of his mother. The two bodies are fused into a space too small for them to remain separate objects; the head of the dead man merges with the shoulder of the woman, the new right arm is pulled tight into the mass of the couple in the manner of a high relief The space between these two arms is charged with tension, between rough and smooth, finished and unfinished, chosen and rejected. The figures merge into a single columnar mass, rather than slumping into death.
The dead figure seems to bear up that of the living, an impossibility which echoes the impossibility of occupying the same space as the other, the impossibility of the desire to ever be fully within a body of stone without being dead, with being made of stone rather than of flesh. The severed arm, with its finish like skin, rather than the chiselled stone of the figures in its amputation, opens up, or records the space where the independent body would have been, if it were not for the desire to become one with the other.
Fullness
In 1994, the British sculptor, Rachel Whiteread painstakingly filled the interior of a house in East End of London with concrete. The envelope of the building was then stripped away, leaving a house in negative, a house in which the space normally opened to inhabitation was made visible, made concrete. It is perhaps not so much the specific materiality of this work in which its ultimate power resides, but in the signs of lives once lived in the space which that material filled, the negative impressions of fireplaces, picture rails, skirtings, circumstantial additions. The presence of living bodies is at once implied and made impossible. Did people once live lives, empty or full, in those little cubes which go to make up the whole, each space much like the other, one window, one fireplace, and we imagine, one door? The fact of the work having been cast is significant, in that it both signifiesand literally isthe inversion of the house into a work of art.
Attendant on that formal inversion is a perversion of purpose of extreme power. In making the invisible visible, the void solid, it forces us to be outside the house to look upon the private surface, the skin of the space, bearing the imprints of the garments which held it in its place.
